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Abstract 
Enhancing foreign language learners’ oral competence is an inevitable necessity in the communication era. Various 
tasks have been used in language classrooms to engage learners in authentic oral communication. This study 
attempted to investigate the probable impact of divergent tasks on the accuracy and complexity of Iranian English 
learners’ oral speech. The participants of the study were 30 learners studying Teaching English as a Foreign 
Language (TEFL) at a university in Iran. They were randomly assigned into two groups based on their scores in a 
standardized English language proficiency test, Preliminary English Test (PET). The experimental group received 
treatment for five sessions during which they were given some pictures to describe. First of all, the researcher 
described the picture for the group, then the learners did the picture description task in group and then in pairs. The 
researcher monitored the group and helped them to solve problems such as vocabulary, grammar, and pronunciation, 
and encouraged the learners to describe the picture as fully as they could and to produce real world communications, 
whereas the control group got no treatment. After the treatment, an oral post test was administered which required 
the participants to describe a picture. The participants’ oral productions were recorded, transcribed and the accuracy 
and complexity of their speech were assessed by two raters. The t-test data revealed that the experimental group 
outperformed the control group and the accuracy of their speech increased noticeably; however, there were no 
significant differences between groups in the complexity of their speech. 
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1. Introduction 
For decades, language teaching and learning has been an area of interest to researchers, syllabus designers, teachers, 
and testers. This has resulted in the appearance of different traditional approaches. After traditional approaches, 
according to Skehan (2003), the practitioners have understood that it is not enough to focus on forms in language 
teaching, but teaching needs to be accompanied by a concern to develop the ability to express meaning. This has led to 
the emergence of a range of approaches that have been founded on more communicative language teaching activities 
(Foster & Skehan, 1999).  
    During 1980s, the term task replaced the expression 'communicative activity' (Rubdy, 1998). Since then, task-
based language teaching has played a central role in SLA research and tasks have been seen as important vehicles 
providing learners with means to develop communicative competence by experiencing language as it is used outside 
the class, (Brown, 2001).  An important impetus for task-based teaching came from Prabhu (1987) who thought that 
if the learners’ mind focuses on task rather than language, they would learn more effectively. According to Parbhu 
(1987), the term task refers to meaning focused activities in the classroom.  
    Ellis (2003) states that “ a task is a work plan that requires learners to process language pragmatically in order to 
achieve an outcome that can be evaluated in terms of content (rather than language)”(p.65). One way in which tasks 
can be classified, according to Ellis (2003), is to divide them into divergent and convergent. According to Ellis 
(2003) divergent tasks have been the kind of tasks which engage cognitive processes. While performing this task, 
different cognitive strategies are required. In divergent tasks learners have independent goals to accomplish. In 
teaching language courses, it has been observed that students have problems in producing grammatically accurate 
and complex language. By using tasks teachers could help the students attend to both meaning and form, but the 
critical point is how the teacher makes efficiently a link between these two aspects. This study is an attempt to create 
such a link and to help students to improve their accuracy and complexity of speech via doing a specific task type. 
 
     One of the problems that Iranian English learners are facing is their weakness in producing accurate and complex 
speech. Iranian classrooms are often focus-on-forms dominated, that is, they just learn how to use the grammatical 
forms in isolated sentences, but they do not know how to use them to express different meanings.  According to 
Dolati and Mikaili (2011), Iranian English language learners have got major problems with speaking and 
communications. They argue that this problem may be due to the syllabus, the methods of teaching and time 
limitation of the school programs. 
 
    A number of studies have addressed the impact of various task types on features of oral speech. Yet, to the 
researchers’ knowledge, it is not much known about the relationship of task types and accuracy and complexity of 
speech produced by EFL learners. In a study, Ahangari and Abdi (2011) have examined the effects of pre-task 
planning on the complexity and accuracy of task-based oral performance with the decision-making task type among 
the Iranian EFL learners. In this study the experimental group was given a 10-minute planning time before task 
performance. The oral performance of the participants was transcribed and then the data were analyzed by an 
independent samples t-test. The findings revealed that pre-task planning had a positive effect on the complexity of 
the participants' performance while the accuracy was not affected. Rahimpour (1997), in another study which was 
performed to investigate the effects of closed tasks on the accuracy and fluency of the Iranian EFL learners' 
language production found that closed tasks generated more fluent speech, but there was only a trend for higher 
accuracy in closed tasks. This study demonstrated no differences in complexity between open and closed tasks.  
 
     The task based review of language teaching, based on the constructive theory of learning and communicative 
language teaching methodology has developed in response to same limitations of the traditional approach, 
represented by Presentation, Practice, and Performance (PPP) (Ellis, 2003; Long & Crookes, 1992). Bygate (1999) 
argues that learners learn language by working with it on tasks. Task is taken the major location for learners’ 
involvement with the language in order to encourage its learning. Thus, it has the implication that language learning 
is a developmental process, communication and social interaction rather than a product required by practicing 
language items, and  that learners learn the target language more efficiently, when they are naturally exposed to 
meaningful task-based activities (Tavakoli & Skehan, 2005).   
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       Different classifications of tasks have been offered by different scholars. The terms convergent and divergent 
have derived from Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory who has stated that learning is the process whereby 
knowledge is created through the transformation of four distinct modes of experience: concrete experience (CE), 
active experimentation (AE), reflective observation (RO), and abstract conceptualization (AC). Some people are 
analytic and others can assimilate facts into theories. These learning differences led Kolb to classify learning styles 
into four separate learning styles which influence the range of choices in decisions a learner makes. In convergent 
learning style learners do best in situations where there is only one solution to a problem. On the other hand, 
divergent learning style learners perform better in situations where there could be more than one answer. Divergent 
learners can view concrete situations from many angles; therefore, the task where this kind of learning is encouraged 
may lead the learners to achieve better learning outcomes (Kolb, 1984). According to Kolb (1984), divergent tasks 
allow independent works which individuals can perform differently according to their cognitive styles and they 
might lead to different outcomes. According to Ellis (2003), in divergent tasks learners have independent goals to 
accomplish. This is true about the debates in which each group is given an opposite role on a controversial issue that 
they must defend. 
     Tasks are significant features of Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) and engage learners in primary focus 
on expressing and understanding meaning and at the same time promote attention to form in productive ways. 
Different studies have attempted to investigate the effects of different forms of tasks in language learning. For 
example according to the study by Rahimpour (2007) about task complexity and variation in L2 learners’ oral 
discourse, different task types led to different performance by learners. Consequently, learners’ inter-language is 
systematically variable and this variability is attributed to the task types performed by the learners.     
      Duff (1986) compared the negotiation work resulting from divergent and convergent tasks. The purpose of the 
study was to find out which task type could be more effective in the production of complex speech. Duff found that 
convergent tasks resulted in more turns per task, more questions and more confirmation checks. On the other hand, 
divergent tasks produced more words and greater utterance complexity. Duff concluded that convergent tasks led to 
more comprehensible input while divergent tasks resulted in more output. She finally concluded that convergent 
tasks were more effective for SLA than divergent tasks, at the level of syntax, semantics, and pragmatics. According 
to the problems stated above the following research questions were formulated: 
1) Do divergent tasks enhance the accuracy of Iranian learners' EFL task-based oral speech? 
2) Do divergent tasks enhance the complexity of Iranian learners' EFL task-based oral speech? 
 
2. Method  
2.1. Participants 
    The participants in this study included 30 intermediate students learning English at Islamic Azad University-
Tabriz branch. They were all sophomores majoring in Teaching English as a foreign Language (TEFL). The 
participants selected were those who had obtained scores between one standard deviation below and above the mean 
in a standardized English proficiency test, namely, Preliminary English Test (PET). They were randomly divided 
into two homogeneous groups. One group as the experimental group received a treatment based on a type of task 
(divergent), whereas the other as the control group received no treatment.   
2.2. Instruments 
     The instruments used for data collection included the Preliminary English Test (PET), an oral pre-test and an oral 
post-test. To ensure the initial homogeneity of the groups in terms of their English language proficiency, the 
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researcher used PET.  A picture description task was also used as the task-based oral pre-test to elicit oral speech 
and measure accuracy and complexity of speech at the beginning of the study. Another task-based picture 
description task was given to the participants after the treatment as the post-test. In both pre-test and post-test, the   
accuracy and the complexity of the collected data were evaluated by two raters.  
2.3. Design 
     The study was quasi-experimental with pretest and post test design. The independent variable was task 
performance under the condition of divergent task type. The dependent variables were the accuracy and complexity 
of speech in the participants’ oral performance. 
2.4. Procedure   
      The participants' initial homogeneity in English language proficiency was assessed through PET. They were 
divided into two groups, the experimental group and the control group.  The experimental group received five 
sessions of treatment in which they were required to perform divergent tasks. The treatment lasted three weeks. In 
divergent tasks, some pictures were given to the learners to describe.  First, the teacher herself introduced the 
pictures for the group and talked about her preference in choosing for example, urban or rural life and also about 
advantages and disadvantages of living in such areas. Then the students did the task in groups and then in pairs. The 
teacher monitored the group and the pair works during the whole session and helped the participants to solve any 
kind of problems such as vocabulary, grammar, or pronunciation. The language of the instruction was mainly 
English all the time except for rare cases where communication was going to be hampered. The teacher used self 
correction and peer correction. The teacher encouraged the class to produce real world questions and answers as the 
speakers did in their real life communications. The instructions were tried to be as clear as possible. It should be 
mentioned that while performing the divergent tasks the participants were asked to hold opposite ideas, and so to 
raise controversial discussions. After these sessions of treatment and the performance of the tasks under the 
supervision of the teacher, the students participated in a speaking test as the post test. The post test coincided with 
the participants’ final exam. The participants were encouraged by informing them that their speech scores would 
affect their final exam marks. They were first given clear instruction about the picture that they had to describe and 
allowed to look at the picture for three minutes and then to describe it in ten minutes. Some examples of the pictures 
used are presented in Figures 1 and 2. Their speech was recorded, and the audio-recorded data were scored by two 
raters and were analyzed after the raters’ transcriptions were compared and checked in their presence. The inter-rater 
reliability of the pre-test and post- test scores was computed through “a coefficient alpha”. The average scores were 
used as a basis for further statistical analyses after the inter-rater reliability indices were acceptably high as follows:  
The pretest: Complexity (.90), the posttest: Complexity (.89) The pretest: Accuracy (.88), the posttest: Accuracy 
(.89) 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1. (a) the picture used in Pre-test, (b) the picture used in Post-test 
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Fig. 2. (a),(b)  typical pictures used in class  
     Furthermore, the accuracy and the complexity of the speech were assessed according to the model proposed by 
Foster and Skehan (1999). In this model, overall grammatical accuracy of oral performance is measured as the 
percentage of error-free clauses in overall performance. To qualify complexity, all subordinated clauses per 
communication unit (c-unit) are calculated and divided by the number of c-units to yield at least a minimum figure 
of 1 (Foster & Skehan, 1999). 
 
3. Results and Discussion                                                                                                                   
    First of all, the normality of the data as the requirement for the application of parametric statistics was examined 
through Kolmogorov-Smirnov test. Tables 1, 2, and 3 show the results of the analyses on the PET scores and the 
scores obtained in pretest and post test.  In all three cases the p-value observed was higher than .05 as the level of 
significance to reject the null hypotheses in the present study. The results showed that the distribution of the scores 
was normal in all three cases and it was safe to employ the parametric statistical procedures for further data 
analyses. The decision was to examine the difference between the mean scores obtained from the two groups 
through independent-samples t-test. 
 
                                     
                                       Table 1, One-sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov Test on PET scores 
 
 
Total grade of 
PET 
N 30 
Normal Parameters(a,b) Mean 44.6443 
Std. Deviation 6.41980 
Most Extreme Differences Absolute .144 
Positive .144 
Negative -.122 
Kolmogorov-Smirnov Z .787 
Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) .565 
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                                Table 2, One-sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov Test on pretest scores 
 
 
Complexity 
grade of 
Speaking in  
Pre- test 
Accuracy 
grade of 
Speaking in  
Pre- test 
N 30 30 
Normal Parameters(a,b) Mean .6210 1.2500 
Std. Deviation .48220 .44641 
Most Extreme 
Differences 
Absolute .168 .098 
Positive .168 .088 
Negative -.099 -.098 
Kolmogorov-Smirnov Z .919 .537 
Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) .367 .935 
 
 
                                  Table 3, One-sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov Test on posttest scores 
 
 
Complexity 
assessment 
Post test 
Accuracy 
assessment 
Post test 
N 30 30 
Normal Parameters(a,b) Mean .8933 1.3207 
Std. Deviation .54216 .47449 
Most Extreme 
Differences 
Absolute .137 .091 
Positive .125 .076 
Negative -.137 -.091 
Kolmogorov-Smirnov Z .753 .496 
Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) .623 .966 
 
     Table 4 shows the descriptive statistics of the PET scores.  As shown in Table 4, the mean score of the 
experimental group (45.38) in the PET was slightly different from that of the control group (43.91). 
   
                               Table 4. Descriptive statistics of the PET Scores of the Two Groups                                                      
Group N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error 
Mean 
Control Group 15 43.91 6.45 1.66 
Exp Group Div 15 45.38 6.53 1.69 
  
     However, the results of the independent- samples t-test, presented in Table 5, showed the difference was not 
statistically significant (p-value .541 > .05). 
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                           Table 5, Independent-samples t-test for the PET scores 
  Levene’s Test 
for Equality of  
Variances 
              t-test for Equality of Means 
 
   F Sig. T Df Sig. (2-tailed) Mean Dif Std. Error Dif 
 
Total grade of 
PET 
Equal variances 
assumed 
0.12 0.91 -0.62 28 0.54 -1.47 2.37  
Equal variances not 
assumed 
15 0.98 0.49 26.86 0.54 -1.47 2.37  
 
     Since the purpose of the study was to explore the impact of divergent tasks on the accuracy and complexity of 
speech of Iranian EFL learners, it had to ascertain groups’ initial homogeneity in these two features. For this reason, 
the data obtained from the oral pre-test were transcribed and analyzed to quantify these features. Table 6 shows the 
descriptive statistics of the oral pretest results.  
              Table 6, Descriptive statistics for the oral pretest results 
Group N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 
Control Group (Complexity grade) 15 0.72 0.40 0.15 
Exp Group Div (Complexity grade) 15 0.53 0.32 0.08 
Control Group (Accuracy grade) 15 1.36 0.52 0.13 
Exp Group Div (Accuracy grade) 15 1.14 0.34 0.09 
 
     As it is indicated in Table 6, the groups reflected different measures of accuracy and complexity. It should be 
borne in mind that since accuracy was quantified as the ratio of correct forms to the total number of clauses, the 
higher the accuracy measure, the more accurate the performance. That is, the control group with a measure of (1.36) 
showed the most accurate performance and surpassed the divergent group (1.14). As for complexity, divergent 
group obtained the mean of (0.53) which was smaller than that of the control group (0.72). Another independent 
samples t-test was required to examine the significance of the differences at the pretest. Table 7 shows the results of 
this t-test. 
        Table 7, Independent -samples t-test on the results of the oral pretest 
  Levene’s Test 
for Equality of  
Variances 
              t-test for Equality of Means 
 
   F Sig. T df Sig. (2-tailed) Mean Dif Std. Error Dif 
 
Complexity 
Speaking Pre-
test 
Equal variances 
assumed 
9.65 .004 1.07 28 0.29 0.19 0.18  
Equal variances not 
assumed 
9.65 .004 1.07 21.55 0.30 0.19 0.18  
 
Accuracy 
Speaking Pre- 
test 
Equal variances 
assumed 
1.06 0.31 1.43 28 0.16 0.23 0.16  
Equal variances not 
assumed 
1.06 0.31 1.43 23.98 0.17 0.23 0.16  
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     As it can be seen in Table 7, the differences between the two groups in terms of accuracy and complexity of 
speech were not significant (.296 and .163 >.05). In other words the homogeneity of the participants in terms of 
these features at the onset of the study was verified. Having treated the groups differently under the previously 
specified conditions, the researcher administered an oral post-test to see if this type of task did make any significant 
difference to the features of the participants’ oral speech. Similar statistical analyses were conducted to compare the 
groups. Table 8 shows the descriptive statistics for the posttest data.        
        Table 8, Descriptive statistics of the oral post-test data   
Group N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 
Control Group (Complexity assessment) 15 0.81 0.60 0.15 
Exp Group Div (Complexity assessment) 15 0.98 0.49 0.13 
Control Group (Accuracy assessment) 15 1.12 0.50 0.13 
Exp Group Div (Accuracy assessment) 15 1.52 0.35 0.09 
 
     The results, as presented in Table 8, show some differences in the groups’ average performance on the oral post-
test. The control group with a measure of (1.12) showed the least accurate performance compared to the divergent 
group (1.52). As for complexity, the divergent group with the mean of (0.98 and), seemed to have achieved 
relatively higher degree of complexity compared to the control group with a mean of (0.81).  
     Despite the apparent differences in various measures reflected on the post-test, logical interpretations of the 
differences observed required statistical analysis of the mean differences via independent-samples t-test. The results 
of this test are presented in Table 9.  
         Table 9. Independent Samples T- test  
  Levene’s Test 
for Equality of  
Variances 
              t-test for Equality of Means 
 
   F Sig. T df Sig. (2-tailed) Mean Dif Std. Error Dif 
 
Complexity 
assessment Post 
test 
Equal variances 
assumed 
1.60 0.22 -0.86 28 0.40 -0.17 0.20  
Equal variances not 
assumed 
15 0.98 0.49 26.86 0.40 -0.17 0.20  
 
Accuracy 
assessment Post 
test 
Equal variances 
assumed 
15 1.11 0.50 28 0.016 -0.41 0.16  
Equal variances not 
assumed 
15 1.52 0.35 25.08 0.016 -0.41 0.16  
      
     According to Table 9, between groups’ difference in accuracy means was statistically significant (p-value .016< 
.05). However, no significant difference was observed in the complexity achieved by the groups (p=0.40> 0.05). 
 
    The first research question addressed the effect of divergent tasks on the accuracy of oral production of the 
learners. According to the findings, the changes in accuracy measures were statistically significant between two 
groups. This finding is in line with those obtained by Long (1990) who stated that closed tasks had positive effect on 
the accuracy of the learners’ performance and Birjandi and seifoori (2009) who reported a positive effect on the 
accuracy of Iranian EFL learners’ task-based speech under different planning conditions. It seems that divergent 
tasks, which were dialogic in nature, engaged the participants in some sort of peer-editing during the course which, 
in turn, could lead to higher degrees of accuracy. 
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     Question two, on the other hand, addressed the effect of the use of divergent tasks on the complexity of oral 
production of the learners. According to the findings, the changes in complexity measures were not statistically 
significant between two groups. Divergent tasks did not influence the complexity of the participants’ speech at all. 
The findings are compatible with those of  Seifoori and Birjandi (2008) who found no significant effect from 
planning and training on the complexity of the participants task-based speech under different planning conditions.  
The failure in the complexity of Iranian EFL learners’ speech, according to Seifoori and Birjandi (2008) might 
pertain to some cultural factors, e.g. lack of interest on the part of Iranian learners, reluctance to take risks and 
preference to use less elaborate forms. It may also be due to unduly pressure to communicate before adequate time is 
provided for restructuring.  
4. Conclusion  
     The present study aimed at investigating the effect of divergent tasks on the enhancement of the intermediate 
Iranian learners’ speech in terms of accuracy and complexity. Divergent tasks were designed and presented in the 
experimental groups’ sessions and the results of the experiments were assessed and analyzed. The results of the 
analyses demonstrated that divergent tasks could make a significant difference in the enhancement of the accuracy 
in the learners’ speech. However, the complexity of speech remained almost unaffected. A brief look at the 
empirical studies conducted in this field makes clear that providing the learners with various tasks prepares the 
situation for the learners to get more deeply involved in the process of meaningful learning. It seems that accuracy 
of speech can be improved by engaging learners in divergent tasks.  The findings of the study can have a number of 
pedagogical implications. Iranian EFL teachers can help the learners to improve their accuracy of speech by 
designing and using effective tasks. This might call for some innovation on the part of the individual teacher. To 
achieve a more systematic impact, course designers can include such tasks as part of the syllabus in all speaking 
courses.    
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